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Clam Yu-hua Lin
ncient Chinese tradition - written by men - suggests that a good woman
hould obey three rules and possess four virtues: she should obey her
father before marriage, her husband during married life; and her sons in
widowhood. Her four virtues should be fidelity, physical charm, propriety
in speech, and efficiency in needlework. T h e message speaks the fate of
women who are not supposed to be autonomous, but subordinate to and
dependent on men. Chinese grandmothers sigh out to their daughters:
‘women’s life is like Yiu-Ma seed (rapeseed) - wherever it falls it grows.’
This implies that woman’s life is without freedom. Her life belongs to the
family into which she marries. Her future is determined by her husband.
According to Chinese tradition, the married woman is ‘the spilled out
water,’ and this symbolises that she disappears after marriage.

As

‘That men are treated as more valuable than women is manifested in many
C;hinese traditions. The birth of a son is called ‘Jang,’ an ancient jade
ornament used in State ceremonies. The birth of a daughter is called ‘Woa,’
a less valued tile or earthenware. Concubines or court ladies of the emperor
in ancient China competed to bear sons for him. Sometimes they killed
their girl babies or stole sons from other concubines in order to please the
emperor. The concubines who did not bear sons would be expelled or
lose his favour.
Such stories remain a familiar part of family life in modern Chinese
tradition. A mother-in-law will mistreat a daughter-in-law who does not
bear a son. A daughter-in-law who has not borne a son will remain silent
if her husband has an affair with another woman. Often, mother-in-law
promotes such an affair. And this tragedy often continues in mainland
China today. When it was decreed that one family can only have one child,
0 ‘lmistock Clinic Foundation
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many girl babies were killed o r aborted because the family wanted to have
a son to carry on its family tradition. In Taiwan and other areas which
follow Chinese tradition the pressure was less and the tragedy lessened.
Nevertheless, the pressure to bear a son is still great among Chinese women.
Sons are considered the carrier of their f’aniily’s tradition. With the custom
of having only two children in one family, there is increasing anxiety in the
mothers during their pregnancy that they might give birth to a girl.
In reflecting on these traditions, one finds that the mother-in-law or
grandmother plays a major role in determining women’s fate. The novel,
The Joy Luck Club, by Amy Tan, tells the true stories of four women who
struggled to come to the USA to search for their womanhood. Refusing to
surrender to the society that either despised them or rejected them, they
carried their poor self-images and low self-esteem to the new land, hoping
to rid themselves of the evil quality within, and to create a new womanhood.
Unfortunately by not allowing their daughters to be themselves, they once
again became the persecutors who made their daughters the victims of
the masculine power inside them. T h e daughters struggled to rid
themselves of their persecutory mothers’ influence, but, to survive, they
finally had to surrender to their mothers’ unconscious wishes.
Only when women learn to forgive theniselves will they be free of the
malignant oppressive qualities inside them, and be able to give back to
their daughters the freedom to grow.
This article is about a baby girl, whose mother internalised a Chinese
cultural perspective and failed to celebrate her birth. I t is based on an
observation of a Chinese mother-infant couple, observed once a week,
wherever the baby stayed with her caretakers. After the observation, the
author discussed the notes of the infant observation notes with her
supervisor, Pamela Berse Sorensen, at the Under Fives Study Centre at
the University of Virginia, making use o f fax and telephone. T h e analysis
which follows is based on object relations theory, with particular emphasis
on the Kleinian approach.
Klein (1927) described two innate powerful forces: first, love and the drive
to reparation; second, hate, greed and aggression. These emotions first
appear i n the early relation of the child to his/her mother’s breast.
(Henceforth ‘her’ will be used to refer to both genders). The baby loves
her mother when the mother is satisfying her needs for nourishment. But
when the baby is hungry and her desires are not satisfied, or when she is
experiencing bodily pain or discomfort, hatred and aggression are aroused,
141
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and the baby becomes dominated by the impulses to destroy the person
(or object) that frustrated her. (Klein & Riviere, 1936.) Love and hate are
struggling together in the baby’s mind. Infants face these cycles of
gratification and frustration by a constant use of the mechanisms of
projection and introjection (Klein, 1948, p. 31).
According to Klein the baby’s earliest capacity is that of primitive phantasy.
Pleasant phantasies accompany satisfaction; destructive phantasies
accompany frustration and feelings of hatred. When a baby feels frustrated,
she attacks the breast; but ifshe is being gratified, she loves the breast and
has pleasant phantasies about it. Based on her observation and play
therapy, Klein (1927, 1959) discovered that the psychic worlds of infants
and young children were filled with primitive and savage conflict,
murderous and cannibalistic tendencies, and excretory and erotic urges.
Klein described two developmental positions. T h e first is the paranoidschizoid position. Under the influence of frightening phantasies of
annihilation in which life is under threat, the infant needs to split her
good and bad experiences with the breast. In other words, the phantasies
of a feeding, loving, creative and good nipple need to be kept distinct
from phantasies ofa nipple which is biting, hurtful and terrifying (J. Segal,
1992 p. 33). In this developmental position destructive impulses and
persecutory and sadistic anxieties dominate. The baby has low tolerance
of frustration and her emotional reactions range between the extremes of
good and bad. Through splitting, the infant banishes the badness by
projecting her own hate and terror, thus seeing the world as dangerous
and destructive (St. Clair, 1996).
The second position described by Klein is the depressive position, in which
the baby’s awareness ofobjects are more whole. She tries to integrate both
loving and hating characteristics in her caretaker. Conflicts between
different parts of the self are no longer solved by splitting, but by attempts
at integration and at holding them within the self. The baby is then able
to hold on to the mental representation of the absent mother as good.
The infant experiences guilt when realising that the attacking object is
the good object, and desires to make reparation to the object for previous
attacks (Segal, 1992).
The fdlowing observation describes how the grandmother and the mother
of a girl baby internalised the cultural perspective which devalues women;
and how the baby girl handled the frustrating and painful emotional world
that she experienced with her mother through projective identification.
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The mother is in her 20s and teaches at a college. This is her first baby. It
is the Chinese tradition that the mother stays at home for a month to
recover from the delivery either in her paternal or maternal parents’ house
(most mothers prefer to stay with their own mothers if they are allowed to
do so.) During this time the husband stays alone and goes to work during
weekdays. At weekends sometimes he comes to visit the mother and stays
overnight with her. After this month, the mother returns to work and
stays with her husband.
In the family being observed, both the mother and father work full-time,
and they therefore hired a baby-sitter to take care of the baby during the
day. In this presentation, the author tries to demonstrate how cultural
attitudes a r e transferred from one generation to another through
interactions between ‘the cultural psyche,’ and personal psychic processes
in the mother.

The baby at seven days old
The baby was only seven days old when I began my first observation. The
mother led me to a Japanese-style bedroom. I followed the mother, took
off my indoor slippers and climbed into the Japanese bed. In the left
hand corner I saw the baby lying. She was covered with a heavy blanket. I
could only see one third of a very tiny head from where I knelt. I moved
closer to the baby and saw baby’s whole head. The baby slept face down
with her face turned to the left. The mother said that she might wake u p
at any time. As soon as the mother started to talk, the baby burst out with
two very soft cries, and then fell asleep right away. The mother said that
she needed to be fed soon.
T h e mother then began to tell me what a traumatic and shocking
experience it was to deliver a baby. She said that it felt as if she had just
triumphed in battle. She said that she has never dreamt that one goes
through such agony and pain during the delivery. T h e mother herself
had been a nurse a n d teacher at the Department of Nursing. She
complained that the textbooks had cheated her since they had failed to
warn her how painful the delivery process would be. ‘Those textbooks
are wrong,’ the mother said. ‘I don’t trust those books any more. They
are useless. I will have to write my own textbooks.’
Fifteen minutes later the baby slowly woke up with a mild cry as if she was
half-asleep and half-awake. T h e mother decided that it was time to feed
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the baby. She took the blanket away from the baby, leaned over toward
her, held her head with her left hand, and supported her bottom with her
right hand. When the baby was picked up, she opened her eyes. I moved
closed to the baby and took a close look at her. She looked very delicate.
Her mouth was small and beautiful. She had two full cheeks, and looked
very elegant. The mother held the baby’s head on her left hand away
from her body, and lay the baby’s body on her legs. She put the nipple of
the bottle in the baby’s mouth, but the baby was not sucking. The mother
then shook the bottle, and tried to suggest to the baby to suck. After a
couple of tries, the baby began to suck very softly as if she was pretending
that she was sucking. The mother continued to coerce the baby to suck by
turning the bottle. The baby then began to suck more regularly but very
slowly, as if she was not hungry. The mother said that it sometimes took
an hour to finish feeding the baby.
When asked about breast feeding, the mother said: ‘I only breast L‘ed her
four times. Those nurses at the hospital were so cruel. They woke me up
at eight o’clock in the morning while the baby and I were still so tired.
Without thinking, they brought the baby to me and wanted me to feed
the baby. I was so tired and could hardly move, but still I had to try to feed
the baby. The baby was very tired too. She could hardly open her eyes.
But those nurses they did not care about how the baby felt. They just
want me to feed the baby according to their schedule. Well I managed to
feed the baby. T h e first time she sucked very slowly. It was OK. Rut then
she began to suck so vigorously. It caused a lot of pain on niy nipple. She
bit so hard when she sucked. It hurt. The textbook did not say how hurtful
it could be when the baby sucks on them. After four feeds, my nipple
began to develop blisters. The textbook did not tell me what to do. I
stopped the breast feeding then.’
Up until now I (the writer) still did not know whether the baby was a boy or
a girl. I had hesitated to ask about the baby’s gender for fear that the mother
might not be able to accept the baby’s gender if she was a girl. The mother
had shown how terrified and depressed she was when she realized the baby
in her womb was a girl. She strove to keep her baby’s gender a secret from
everyone including her husband, afraid that they might be disappointed
and begin to dislike her. The gender of the baby was a secret between the
mother and her baby, the common shame that they shared with each other.
The mother had adjusted her attitude after the baby was born. She said :
‘Although my husband’s parents were expecting a boy baby, I felt better
now because I felt that a girl baby was mine. When you have a boy baby,
144
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you have him out of responsibility. You are giving a birth for someone to
have a grandson. But a girl is mine. T h e reason I can come back to my
own parent’s home for the first month break is because the baby is a girl.
(The hidden message is: ‘since a girl baby is not the pride of the family, no
one will compete to own the baby, and so she is mother’s baby.’ If it were
a boy the mother would have to have the first month break at her motherin-law’s house because it is their baby. I have observed another baby boy.
After he was born, the paternal and the maternal families compete to
have the baby stay in their houses. I remember once a baby boy’s mother
saying: ‘everyone is competing to have him.’ She said it not with pride but
rather with a sense of loss, in a depressive tone of voice.)
The grandmother brought in two cups of coffee and two cakes for the
baby’s mother and me. The mother introduced me to her parents as a
nun, arid I sensed the reverence in the air despite the fact that they are
Buddhists. As a woman observer I was somehow received nicely by the
family. Later, the mother told me that her parents said that men were 500
generations (lives)ahead of women and so women needed to bear children
and suffer extreme pains from the delivery process. Her parents believed
that the Buddhist nun and the Catholic nun alike are the most delicate
among women, and are not far away from being men in their future lives.
It is the Chinese tradition that the father’s family should pray at their
ancestors’ tombs on the 5th of April. If it were a boy baby, the family
would be delighted to introduce the baby to their ancestors, but the father’s
mother told the mother she need not go to the tomb since the baby was a
girl. T h e grandmother told the mother that maybe next time, when they
have a baby boy, they can take him to visit their ancestors. Although this
mother strives to love her baby girl, listening to these kinds of involuntary
remarks somehow made the mother feel sorry and ashamed that she had
not given birth to a boy baby.
The mother began to recall her own childhood. Being the second girl
baby in her family, she realized how difficult it had been for her mother to
accept her. She heard from her neighbourhood that she had created a lot
of pain and shame in her mother when she was born. She had tried to
forgive her mother for what she had done to her, but she found out that
sometimes it is difficult to comprehend the reality that the culture had
forsaken the second girl baby in the family. As much as she liked her first
girl baby, the mother said that she did not know if she could persuade
herself to love a second girl baby. The culture had created much terror in
her for she knew that the second girl baby would not be celebrated.
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The knowledge of having the baby girl terrified the mother and induced
negalive and shameful feelings in her. To the mother, under the influence
of the culture, it seemed that the girl baby possessed some kind of evil
quality, which brought her mother and family shame. The baby girl inside
her, then, is harmful and dangerous. The mother needed to project these
dangerous feelings outward in order to control this overwhelming
destructive power (and also to protect the baby inside of‘her). And so the
badness inside the mother was projected by h e r into the delivery
experiences, the nurses and the books that teach about childbirth.
This belief that the baby girl was evil was inherited from the mother’s own
painful childhood experiences. Feeling unloved as a young child, the
mother felt that she was at fault in her very existence. Hate was projected
on to the girl baby inside her, and mother had phantasies that she could
somehow destroy the badness of the baby. For fear that the dangerous
urge inside of her might be destructive to the baby, to her own mother,
her husband’s mother, and to the external world that frustrated her, the
mother would then bite back her words and withhold the truth.
The mother had experienced the terror of the delivery process and the
unkind nurses as deliberately murderous. Without good enough holding,
her ftustration was difficult to contain. She then experienced the baby as
a starved greedy child who tried to suck her dry. The pain ofbreast feeding
became difficult to tolerate. The baby felt the anxious breast which her
mother was reluctant to give. She sucked slowly to protect the mother, or
perhaps wondered if she deserved the milk.

The baby at twenty-three days old
While lying on her mother’s lap, the baby started to yawn, trying to open
her eyes but without success. She began to move her body around as if
trying to diffuse all her energy. She kept on yawning and stretching and
turning her body around, opening her eyes and then closing them again.
After about three minutes, the baby gradually woke u p and her eyes opened
wide. She began to search for her mother’s eyes and mine. She remained
quiet and kept looking around. T h e mother said that the baby did not
usually cry, and that she only cried when she was hungry, or when she
could not fall asleep for a certain length of time. She said that she didn’t
cry if she was interrupted during her sleep. The mother then told me that
one day the paternal grandmother woke the baby u p from her sleep, and
the baby did not cry at all. The grandmother played with the baby for
146
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some time but then when she was done with playing with the baby, she
simply put the baby back on the bed then left. At that moment the baby
cried. The mother thought that the paternal grandmother was somehow
selfish, and did not care for her baby.
The paternal grandmother treated the baby girl as if she were a useless
piece of earthenware. The purpose of her life was to he used for other’s
pleasure, but not to he respected. During my observations, the mother
and I very often sat silently without any conversation. Sometimes she would
say to the baby, ’why is your life so dull?’ The mother seemed to feel
ashamed that her baby’s life is so boring. ‘Your life is more degenerate
than mine,’ the mother said. (She was referring to her resting at home for
so long; she felt ashamed for not working. In the mother’s mind her life
is worthwhile only when she is working. Since the baby is doing nothing,
the baby’s life is worthless.) It seemed that the mother felt unable to express
love for her baby in words. She seemed to feel ashamed to have given
birth to a baby girl. Despite this observation, I felt that the mother did like
her baby, but was unable to talk about her with affection or appreciation.
The silence between the mother and the observer seemed to be the result
of a shared struggle to keep the bad ob-ject inside. When the bad object
was released, the baby appeared to he an object of shame and was devalued
in the mother’s eyes.
Later on the mother began to feed the baby. The mother fed the baby
with a bottle that had only a small amount of milk in it. The baby sucked
the milk with great force, then expelled the teat. T h e mother shook the
bottle and put the teat into the baby’s mouth again. The baby tried to
suck, but did not like it and spat the nipple out again. T h e milk ran down
from the side of her mouth, and she started to cry. The mother wanted
the baby to burp, and so she pulled the teat out of the baby’s mouth. The
baby stopped crying. The mother held the baby in an upright position,
patted her back about twenty times, and the baby burped. The mother
said to the baby, ‘Everything is OK now, the air is out.’ She then tried to
feed the baby again, but the baby made a face as if she was very
uncomfortable. The baby continued to refuse the milk while the mother
kept on luring her to take it. I was wondering why the baby did not want
to drink the milk while she was so hungry, and so I asked the mother what
kind of milk was the baby drinking? (That is, was it from the mother, or
was it cow’s milk?) With hesitation, the mother said that it was her own
milk, and that her baby did not like it. Then she said to the baby, ‘It’s so
humiliating! This milk is mingled with my own blood.’ The mother then
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complained that the baby did not appreciate her breast milk from the
beginning. The mother then picked up a second bottle, this time of cow’s
milk. The baby contentedly drank the milk in great swallows. The mother
said, ‘Just look at it, she simply wants to humiliate me.’ But later the mother
said, ‘but 1 know the milk from the cow tastes better than my own milk.’
The anxious breast is experienced by the baby as a bad object. While she
internalised the bad object, the baby hated herself and refused the breast.
Through projective identification, the baby’s hated parts of the self are
forced into the mother, who is then identified with these parts of the self
and hates herself for not having the good breast, that is the breast with
good milk.

To love or not to love?
(Culture versus the mother’s personality)
How did a mother struggle to love and hate her baby girl? What roles did
the culture and the mother’s psyche each play in this emotional interchange?
How did a baby girl live through this ambivalent emotional world?
As much as a mother wants to love her baby, it sometimes gets rather
difficult when a culture does not appreciate the birth of a baby girl. It was
very painful to observe the ambivalent love in the mother toward her
baby daughter.

The baby at 44 days old
The mother was preparing a cup of coffee for me. I was alone with the
baby. The baby while lying down opened her eyes wide. When the mother
was walking away, the baby’s eyes followed closely the sight of her mother’s
back as she walked towards the kitchen. The space between the kitchen
and the living room seemed to be too long a distance for the baby’s eyes to
reach her mother. The baby’s eyes continued to search for her mother.
Then a deep frown appeared on the baby’s face, followed by two bursts of
crying. I stood besides the baby’s cradle. She was aware I was at her side,
and she turned her gaze on to me. She started to look intently on my face,
our eyes then focused on each other, and she stopped crying. But after
some time, she started to cry again. Then I pushed the baby’s cradle, the
baby stopped crying. Then she stared at my eyes, and started to cry again.
Then I rocked the cradle and she stopped crying, but shortly afterwards
she started to look at me, and in a few seconds started to cry again. This
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Downloaded by [200.118.75.218] at 07:43 19 February 2013

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INFANT OBSERVATION

time she cried with her eyes closed as ifshe was trying to avoid looking at
my eyes, and to forget her mother’s absence. Every time 1 tried to rock
her cradle, she would temporarily stop crying and would follow my eyes
intently, but before long she would start to cry again. This process
continued for about four minutes. By this time the mother had two cups
of coffee ready. She put them on the small stand next to the baby. I said to
the baby: ‘these eyes are not mother’s eyes, are they?’ The mother said:
‘now I am in trouble, if she has to see my eyes.’ While the mother was
saying that, she had a very satisfied smile on her face. The impression I
got was that the mother was very pleased that the baby had wanted her
more than anyone else. Although she was slightly fearful that the baby
would cling to her, she was, at the same time, glad that she was special to
her baby. I could see the mother’s dilemma ......

..... The baby was still making sounds as i f she was crying. However, her
eyes were dry. She cried hard as if she wanted to be held in her mother’s
arms. Mother than pushed the cradle slightly, so that it moved back and
forth, but the baby kept on crying. Finally, the mother picked the baby
up, and carried her in her arms, and sat down on the sofa. As soon as the
mother picked up the baby and held her in her arms (in a perpendicular
position), the baby stopped crying and rested very comfortably on the
mother’s left shoulder. The mother was sitting in a slanting position on
the sofa. T h e baby rested on the left side of the mother’s body, with her
eyes wide open and facing away from mother. The baby appeared to be
very comfortable and to be en.joying the closeness.
Later on during the observation, the mother told me that they had found
a new nipple which the baby liked very much. T h e mother said: ‘This new
nipple was somewhat flat. T h e opening of the nipple is on the top, not in
the middle. On the old nipple, the opening was in the middle. When the
baby sucked, it irritated her throat, and she would cough violently, because
the milk came out in a great quantity.’ The mother continued to say that
she appreciated the many new inventions that are on the market made
convenient for babies by the manufkturers.’ (This gave nie the impression
that the inother felt that the world was keeping abreast with the needs of
the baby.) T h e mother continued to tell me that one of her friends wanted
to buy presents for her baby. He went to the baby’s store and was surprised
to find the variety of items for babies. He regretted that his babies were
born too early. He wished to have another baby to enjoy the many things
of convenience. (It sounds as if the mother is happy that her baby is born
at the right time. T h e whole world is prepared for her good baby to be
born, and her baby is blessed with these good fortunes.)
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